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Abstract 
The aim of this study was to determine the association of attachment styles with sexual desire. The data presented here were 
obtained from a total of 192 married Iranian women who were selected via a multi-cluster sampling method from three 
Universities in Tehran. The  subjects’ socio-demographic data, attachment styles (Adult Attachment Styles Index), and sexual 
desire (Hurlbert Index of Sexual Desire) was gathered. Pearson Correlation Coefficient and Stepwise Regression Analysis 
method were used to analyze the data. Findings showed significant relationships between sexual desire and secure attachment 
style (r = 0.283, p < 0.01), insecure-avoidant attachment style (r = -0.321, p < 0.01), and insecure-ambivalent attachment style (r  
= 0.144, p < 0.05) . There were also significant negative relationships between sexual desire and age (r = -0.553, p < 0.01) and 
marital duration (r = -0.349, p < 0.01). Age, insecure-avoidant, and ambivalent attachment styles were able to predict 36.3 
percent of the variance of sexual desire. In conclusion, higher scores in Secure and ambivalent attachment styles were associated 
with higher scores of sexual desire. On the other hand, when scores of insecure avoidant attachment style increased, there was a 
declination in the scores of sexual desire. Also, age and marital duration were inversely related to sexual desire. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
    Healthy sexual functioning is an important component of personal well-being. It has the ability to produce a 
mutual and joint pleasure in couples and even to help them cope more efficiently with the stresses and problems of 
daily life (McCarthy, 2002). An important factor in a happy and successful marriage is having a pleasurable sex life, 
while a non-pleasurable sex life can lead to frustration and feelings of insecurity in couples. Dysfunctional sexual 
relationships may occur for different reasons, but problems with sexual desire are among the main factors that lead 
to difficulty in sexual functioning. According to Laumann, Paike & Rosen's study (1999), 43% of women and 31% 
of men suffer from some kind of sexual difficulty and 22% of women and 5% of men experience problems related to 
low sexual desire in their life span. According to statistics, sexual desire problems, especially low sexual desire, is 
the most common sexual complaint among women (Arno et al., 2009). This is a complicated and interesting 
phenomenon which has puzzled scholars for many years. Various definitions of sexual desire have been presented 
such as Levin’s multidimensional model of sexual desire. He proposed that sexual desire is the force that makes 
people behave in a sexual manner, and has three components: (1) “sexual drive”, the biological component which is 
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mediated by the neuro-endocrine system; (2) “sexual wish”, the social component representing societal expectations; 
(3) “sexual motive”, the individual/interpersonal component, reflecting a person's tendency to engage in sex with a 
particular partner. He also explains that the spectrum of sexual desire intensity fluctuates between aversion, 
disinclination, indifference, interest, need, and passion. Although many individuals have a pattern of desire 
throughout their lives, individual sexual desire may vary along this spectrum (Levin, 2003). Regan and Atkins 
(2006) defined sexual desire as a motivational state that leads to interest in a sexual object or sexual activity. They 
distinguish sexual desire from psychological and physiological sexual arousal.        
    Various factors affect the fluctuation and changes in sexual desire. These can be categorized into two major 
factors: physiological factors and psychological factors (Bach, Wincze & Barlow, 2005). There are many different 
psychological factors that may affect sexual desire which have not yet been studied. One of these factors is 
attachment style. Attachment process is an important phenomenon in the process of every individual's development 
and refers to the strong bond that develops between infant and caregiver. Bowlby (1969) was the pioneer who 
introduced the concept of attachment process to illustrate this relationship. After him, Ainsworth (1978) continued 
his work and expanded attachment theory. Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed the adult attachment theory further 
based on the principles of Bowlby and Ainsworth’s attachment theory (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991; Bowlby, 1969) 
to explain how early attachment leads to individual differences in adult social/romantic relationships. Based on 
Ainsworth’s typology, Hazan and Shaver (1987) developed a simple category index that can classify individuals into 
three adult attachment styles: secure, anxious (or anxious/ambivalent) and avoidant. After them, Bartholomew 
suggested (1990) that early attachment relationships have major effects on the formation of later attachment 
relationships. In recent years researchers have focused on understanding the effects of early attachment relationships 
on adolescence and on adulthood romantic relationships (Walker & Ehrenberg, 1998). 
     The impact of different attachment styles on various psychological disorders, such as depression (Burnette et al., 
2009) and chronic pain (Meredith, Onsworth & Strong, 2008), has been studied, but sexual functioning is a new area 
which needs more exploration. Therefore in this study we hypothesized that different attachment styles are 
significantly related to sexual desire in Iranian women. The relationship between age and marital duration with 
sexual desire were also investigated in the present study. We were also interested in determining the share of 
attachment styles and age in explaining the variance of sexual desire in Iranian women. 
2. Methods 
2.1.Participants 
    The participants of this study were all married student women who were studying at the University of Social 
Welfare and Rehabilitation, Tarbiat Modarres University and Islamic Azad University in both undergraduate and 
graduate programs, all were 18- 40 years old and selected through Multi-Clustering Sampling method. Excluding 
criteria were: pregnancy, menopause, having a specific disease such as Diabetes, Thyroids, cardiovascular diseases, 
different types of cancer, central nervous system diseases such as MS, axis I disorders such as mood or anxiety 
disorders, axis II disorders, consumption of a specific drug (such as a sexual desire stimulant or reducer and psycho-
active drugs), consumption of alcohol and narcotics, students in the majors of psychology and counselling (because 
of familiarity with the variables and questionnaires) and presenting invalid and incomplete information by the 
subjects.  
2.1.1.Measures 
    Socio-demographic questionnaire.  A questionnaire was designed by the researchers to assess demographic data 
including sex, age, marital status, marital duration, education, university, pregnancy status, consumption of a 
specific drug, alcohol and narcotic, a specific disease, or mental and personality disorder. 
    Adult attachment scale. In Iran the adult attachment scale has been developed by Besharat (1999) based on Hazan 
and Shaver's attachment scale. The scale has two parts of general and specific attachment. It measures three different 
attachment styles: secure, insecure-avoidant, and insecure-ambivalent. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for each sub 
scale (secure, insecure-avoidant, and insecure-ambivalent) among 240 university students was 0.72, 0.74 and 0.70. 
Test-retest reliability (with two weeks interval) among a group of 30 university students was 0.92. Content 
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reliability was assessed by correlation among four university professors’ opinions and was 0.73-0.76 for secure 
attachment style, 0.60-0.70 for insecure- avoidant attachment style and 0.63-0.87 for insecure-ambivalent 
attachment style which were all significant. 
   Hurlbert Index of Sexual Desire. The Hurlbert Index of Sexual Desire (HISD) was described by Apt and Hurlbert 
(1992) and consists of 25 questions in the Likert scale (0-4) with a score range of 0-100. The Cronbach alpha of the 
questionnaire and test-retest reliability (with two weeks interval) was 0.95 and 0.86. Psychometric properties of the 
questionnaire were satisfactory. Before implementation, the index was translated by the researchers. Afterwards, a 
person who was completely proficient in English and Farsi, but was not familiar with the subject of the study, 
translated the index back into English.  Items which were not compatible with the original questions were then 
revised. At this stage the questionnaire was completed by 10 subjects while researchers asked them to read the 
questions one by one and explain the meaning of each item to make sure that it was comprehensible. Items which 
implied a different meaning were revised. The questionnaire was then completed by 45 subjects who met the 
inclusion criteria but were not among the study sample. The Cronbach alpha was 0.89 and test-retest reliability (with 
two weeks interval) was 0.89. Upon completion of the study Cronbach alpha (among 192 women) was 0.93. 
2.1.1.1.Data analysis 
    SPSS 16.0 (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) software package was used in the analysis of the data. 
Descriptive statistical analysis, Pearson correlation, Stepwise Regression, and one-way ANOVA methods were 
implemented in order to analyze the data. 
3. Results 
     Information regarding age (in years) and marital duration (in months) of the subject is presented in table 1. Also, 
67 participants were studying at Bachelor's degree level, 102 were at master’s degree level and 23 were at Ph.D. 
level. The University of Social Welfare and Rehabilitation had 82 participating students, 67 were from Tarbiat 
Modarres University and 43 from Islamic Azad University. To examine the hypothesis of the study, Pearson 
correlation coefficient between the scores of three attachment styles and sexual desire was calculated. There were 
significant relationships between sexual desire and secure attachment style (r = 0.283, p < 0.01), insecure 
ambivalent attachment style (r = 0.144, p < 0.05) and insecure-avoidant attachment style (r = -0.321, p < 0.01). 
Therefore, it has been proven that there are significant relationships between attachment styles and sexual desire. 
There were also significant negative relationships between sexual desire and age (r = -0.553, p < 0.01) and marital 
duration (r = -0.349, p < 0.01). Correlations among all variables of the study, Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD) 
and absolute range of variables are presented in table 1. 
 
Table1: Descriptive statistics and inter correlation for study variables 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1.Sexual desire 1      
2. Secure attachment 0.283** 1     
3. Insecure avoidant -0.321** -0.78 1    
4.Insecure ambivalent 0.144* -0.29** 0.11 1   
5.Age -0.553** -0.25** 0.25** 0.01 1  
6. Marital duration -0.349** -0.2** 0.2** 0.04 0.72**  
7.M 62.12 21.35 4.9 15.4 26.3 41.8 
8.SD 16.9 5 5 4.8 4 36 
9.Absolute ranges 15-91 6-31 7-31 6.3 18-40 2-150 
**P<0.01, *P<0.05 
    Also, in order to assess the differences between sexual desire scores among different attachment styles, one-way 
ANOVA was used and results indicated that [F= 25.71(P<0.01)]. Also in post-hoc (using Tuki method) there was a 
significant difference between sexual desire scores of secure and ambivalent attachment styles with those of 
avoidant attachment style. In other words, participants who had secure and ambivalent attachment styles, in 
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comparison with participants who had avoidant attachment style, had higher scores in sexual desire. This finding is 
shown in Table 2. 
Table 2: ANOVA test for comparing of groups in sexual desire 
 
 N M Between groups sum of square Between groups mean square F sig 
Secure 123 65     
Ambivalent 36 66 11707.9 5853.9 25/71 0.000 
Avoidant 33 45     
 
   To determine the share of attachment styles and age in explaining the variance of sexual desire among women, 
variables of the study (secure, insecure-ambivalent, and insecure-avoidant attachment styles and age) were entered 
in Regression analysis (using Stepwise method). The results are shown in table 3. 
 
Table3: Stepwise Regression analysis results for age and attachment styles predicting sexual desire 
 
 Adjusted R2  F change β t sig 
1 0.3 a 83.7 -0.553 -9.1 0.000 
2 0.33b 48.9 -0.504 
-0.195 
-8.2 
-3.1 
0.000 
3 0.363c 37.2 -0.502 
-0.216 
0.178 
-8.4 
-3.6 
3 
0.000 
Predictors: (constant), age 
Predictors: (constant), age, insecure-avoidant attachment style 
Predictors: (constant), age, insecure-avoidant attachment style, insecure-ambivalent attachment style 
    As it is shown, In the third step, adjusted  R2  is 0.363, which means that age, insecure-avoidant, and ambivalent 
attachment style can explain 36.3% of the variance of sexual desire.  
 
4.Discussion 
     
    As was mentioned earlier, there were significant relationships between attachment styles and sexual desire. This 
outcome is in line with the study of Davis, Shaver and Vernon (2004). In their study the relationship between 
attachment styles and subjective motivations for sex was investigated. Their study showed that attachment anxiety 
was positively related to overall sexual motivation and to all specific motives for sex, with the exception of physical 
pleasure. Avoidance was negatively related to emotional closeness and reassurance as goals of sex and positively 
related to manipulative uses of sex, but minimally related to most other motives. They found that people with 
anxious attachment style rely heavily on sex , because sex is a major way to gratify their extreme need for security , 
closeness and love . Overall, we can assume that people with secure attachment style  (in comparison with people 
with avoidant attachment style) experience more sexual desire. This is probably resulting from feeling more secure 
and psychologically intimate in the relationship. On the other hand, people with avoidant attachment style try to 
avoid sex or separate sexual intercourse from emotional intimacy. This is probably due to a discomfort with 
intimacy and an inability to form close bonds with others. People with ambivalent attachment style engage in sex 
frequently and report high levels of sexual desire because of their constant fear of rejection and their need for 
intimacy and closeness.  
    In order to assess the relationship between age and sexual desire, Pearson coefficient was calculated between age 
and sexual desire ( r = -0.553, p < 0.01). This result is in line with the study of Kontula and Mannila (2009). They 
studied how much ageing modifies human sexual activity and sexual desire, and what the most important 
determinants in this change are. Their findings showed that as a result of female widowhood, ageing men had a 
higher incidence of sexual intercourse compared with ageing women. In relationships women were more likely than 
men to report a lack of sexual desire. In regression analysis, age was a predictor of sexual activity but not of sexual 
desire. Physiological factors may affect sexual desire in older women. Getting closer to menopause phase has its 
own difficulties, for example hot flashes and vaginal dryness are side effects of the menopause. On the other hand, 
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the experience of having children has its own consequences; women become busier with household chores and 
raising their children and have less privacy and free time. However some women, after passing the menopause 
phase, accepting its changes and after their children leave the home, have more free time in retirement and tend to 
have more sexual desire. But, as our sample group were all women with an age range of 18-40, we cannot make that 
conclusion. Furthermore, the results may be different in men, so choosing couple samples from different age ranges 
and comparing their levels of sexual desire would be helpful. 
    In order to assess the relationship between marital duration and sexual desire, Pearson coefficient was calculated 
between them (r = -0.349, P < 0.01). In a study Clement (2002) explains decreased sexual desire in long term 
relationships. He believed that a decrease in sexual desire is a result of a self-organizing process between couples. 
His findings showed that when the relationship duration increased, sexual desire decreased. It seems that the novelty 
of the relationship increases sexual desire. With the passage of time, primary sexual passion decreases and a phase 
of plateau emerges in the relationship. Along with an increase in the length of relationship, aspects other than sex 
become more valuable to the couple, such as enjoying each other companionship, taking care of children and so 
forth.  The effect of parenthood on sexual desire is an area that needs further investigation. 
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